Editor's Note T his issue was written before the shocking events of Tuesday, Sept. 11. The effect on American politics was felt immediately, with the postponement of citywide primary elections in New York City that were scheduled that day.
And in the months and weeks to come, the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, 2001 -with the four hijacked airplanes, the devastating assaults on the Pentagon and the World Trade Center, and the heavy loss of life -are certain to affect American society at large and American politics in particular in dramatic, and as yet unfathomable, ways.
As for the twin towers of the World Trade Center, it should be noted that they were not only a dominant part of the New York skyline and a symbol of international commerce, but also played a part in recent American political history.
For years, the Voter News Service (VNS) used the World Trade Center as their base of operation on election nights, gathering returns from around the country and then projecting the winners of presidential, congressional and gubernatorial races for a consortium of television networks and wire services.
It was high in one of the towers last Nov. 7 that the initial miscall of the Florida presidential race was made that colored the media coverage of the historic election that night. VNS made a lot of other calls that evening less than a year ago that were correct. But the one that drew attention, and is already a part of the nation's political lore, was among the last to be made from the World Trade Center. Now, the towers themselves are tragically gone, as are many of the buildings around them. But VNS lives on, and so most decidedly, does America's electoral process.
What's Up in 2001
A Barometer of Things to Come? C ompared to the hustle and bustle of electoral activity that surrounds even-numbered years, the contests in odd-numbered years are often few and far between. That sheer paucity of action can give an added importance to the few that are held, particularly in the first year of a new administration when any vote can be looked upon as a barometer of how the new president is doing.
Filling the bill this spring was the special election in the southeast corner of Virginia for the seat of the late Democratic Rep. Norman Sisisky. The district, which voted narrowly for George W. Bush in 2000, also went narrowly this June for Republican J. Randy Forbes -giving the GOP another seat in the House as well as a badly needed victory after the defection of Vermont's James M. Jeffords cost Republicans control of the Senate. McGreevey has an intriguing opponent in Jersey City Mayor Bret Schundler, an urban, pro-life Republican who upset the choice of the state party establishment in the June primary. But McGreevey has the political wind at his back. Democrats have carried the Garden State in the last three presidential elections, the last two by more than a half million votes. Democrats have not lost a Senate election in the state since 1972, and Whitman -though regarded on the national stage as a likeable moderate Republican -never won the governorship by more than 30,000 votes.
In contrast, Mark Warner must buck a recent Republican tide in Virginia, which has produced a GOP governor and state legislature, two Republican senators and nine straight GOP presidential victories in the state.
Warner, though, has a strong base in the populous suburbs of Northern Virginia and an almost endless supply of money. He outspent incumbent John Warner by a ratio of more than 2-to-1 in the 1996 Senate race, and has enjoyed a large spending advantage over his Republican opponent this year, state Attorney General Mark Earley.
The last time both governorships switched from one party to the other was in 1993, when they went from the Democrats to the Republicans. It turned out to be a harbinger of sweeping Republican success the following year in Congress and the nation's statehouses.
But one election does not make a pattern. Another Republican sweep of the two states in 1997, and an earlier Democratic sweep of New Jersey and Virginia in 1989, were not followed by significant midterm gains by either party.
Meanwhile, this year's special House elections continue to unfold. Thus far, Republicans have posted a net gain of one by picking up the Sisisky seat in Virginia.
Four other vacancies are to be filled this fall, with the first two to be decided on Oct. 16. Neither seat -the Florida 1st, being vacated by Republican Joe Scarborough, or the Massachusetts 9th, formerly represented by Democrat Joe Moakley -is expected to change party.
The Florida district, at the western end of the state's panhandle, was represented by Democrat Earl Hutto at the beginning of the Clinton presidency but has been held by Republican Scarborough since Hutto's retirement in 1994. Scarborough was re-elected without opposition last November, at the same time that Bush was carrying the district with two-thirds of the presidential vote. The odds-on favorite to win the seat in October is state Rep. Jeff Miller, an And for many of those House members who do seek reelection, the revamped terrain of their district could reduce the advantages of incumbency. Some may even find themselves paired against a congressional colleague. And a number may encounter opposition in an unlikely place, the congressional primaries.
Normally a placid prelude to the fall election, the primaries can be a more difficult challenge for incumbents in post-redistricting years. Eleven House members were primary losers in 1972. In these states and others, voters gave credence to the old expression that they vote for the man (or woman) and not the party. Nowhere is that expression more apt these days than in the Dakotas, where Republicans have dominated presidential voting for a generation, but Democrats hold all four Senate seats. In North Dakota, Republicans have carried the state in nine consecutive presidential elections, while Democrats have won eight straight Senate elections.
That disparity is not unusual. In Alaska, Republicans have nine straight presidential wins and eight consecutive Senate victories, but have won the governorship in only three of the last 10 elections.
Across the South, Republicans have been dominant in presidential voting for a third of a century, but have not won the governorship of Georgia since Reconstruction or a Senate seat in Louisiana since popular voting for the office began in 1913.
Yet the trend is far different in some other places. Democrats, for instance, have carried Minnesota in 10 of the last 11 presidential elections and have swept Massachusetts in all but two presidential contests since 1960. But in Massachusetts, Republicans have won six of the last 10 gubernatorial races, and in Minnesota, six of the last 10 Senate elections.
In short, last year's presidential vote will be part of the backdrop in next year's races for governor and Congress. But in many places, it is a factor that will be trumped by the quality of the candidates that both parties field. But at least Stevenson, Dewey and Bryan were all given more than one chance to lead their party's national ticket. There have been a number of other one-time nominees who have not been given that second (or third) chance.
SENATE RACES
Al Smith, for instance, was bitten by the "presidential bug" after his unsuccessful run as the Democratic nominee in 1928. But he lost his party's nomination four years later to his successor as governor of New York, Franklin D. Roosevelt.
Republican Wendell Willkie was the compromise choice to lead the GOP national ticket in 1940. Yet his bid to win the Republican presidential nomination in 1944 ended quickly when he finished a weak fourth in the Wisconsin primary with less than 5% of the vote.
And then there is Hubert Humphrey, who as vice president, was able to capture the Democratic presidential nomination in 1968 without competing in a single primary state. Running on his own for the nomination four years later, Humphrey competed in the primaries but was unable to overtake South Dakota Sen. George McGovern Still, it is not a universal axiom that once a loser, always a loser. Just look at Richard Nixon, who after falling narrowly short against Kennedy in 1960, sat out the 1964 election, before reemerging as the Republicans' consensus nominee in 1968. Maybe that is the model for Gore, particularly if it begins looking as though the Democrats will have an uphill fight to unseat George W. Altogether, 63 members (or 14.5% of the current House) were given free rides (some drawing opposition from third parties or independents, but none from the other major party).
Meanwhile, 57 members (13.1% of the House) were elected with less than 55% of the total vote, often considered the benchmark for a competitive race.
The other 315 House members (72.4% of the body) drew opposition from the other party, but won with 55% or more (usually much more) of the total vote. Nationally, the partisan balance was about even at the opposite extremes of the electoral spectrum. Of the 63 unopposed House winners, 32 were Democrats and 31 were Republicans. Of the 57 elected with less than 55% of the vote (often called "marginal" winners), 29 were Republicans and 28 were Democrats.
But the geographic concentration of the two groups was quite different. The highest proportion of competitive contests was in the Midwest and the West, where nearly one out of every five congressional races last fall was won with less than 55% of the total vote. California alone had nine "marginal" winners; Indiana was next with four.
On the other hand, more than three-fifths of the unopposed winners were in the South, with 10 in Florida, nine in Texas, four each in Alabama and Virginia, and three apiece in Louisiana and Tennessee. The South has traditionally had a higher rate of unopposed incumbents than other regions of the country. But for generations, it was due to the monolithic Democratic nature of the region. In 2000, the number of House Republicans without major-party opposition across the South exceeded the number of Democrats, 24 to 15.
Outside the South, there were several pockets of non-competition in congressional balloting. In Illinois, three Democrats -two from Chicago and one downstate -had free rides. In Pennsylvania, two urban Democrats and two rural Republicans -had no major-party opposition. In Massachusetts, half of the state's 10-member Democratic delegation was elected without Republican opponents, and the GOP challengers in the other five districts were non-factors. None of them drew even 30% of the vote.
In truth, the number of unopposed House winners was far less than in 1998, when 94 members were elected without major-party opposition. Still, roughly one out of every seven members of the current House received a free ride in the last election. And there is the question whether the scores of unopposed congressional races last year had an impact on one of the closest presidential elections ever.
Admittedly, it is a hard question to answer. But certainly the absence of competition in a congressional race can depress turnout a bit in that district.
On average, about 230,000 voters cast ballots in contested House races last year, while the average turnout in uncontested races where votes were cast was 185,000 -or nearly 50,000 votes less.
There was also a sizable disparity in congressional turnout between the two parties in these uncontested districts. In those won by Republicans, turnout averaged 205,000 voters. In those won by Democrats, the average turnout was about 165,000.
Looking at the district-by-district presidential vote in Florida (as compiled by Clark Bensen of Polidata), that same pattern prevailed. The average number of votes cast was higher in districts with Republican House winners than those with Democratic winners, whether the races were contested or uncontested.
But whether this disparity cost Al Gore the few votes he needed at the epicenter of the presidential election is problematic. The chart at right indicates the winners and losers in the decennial reapportionment, the partisan U.S. House lineup in each state as a result of the 2000 election, and which party currently controls the levers of power at the state level. In most states, the legislatures and the governor are the key players in congressional redistricting. And as in Congress itself, the two parties are closely matched at the state level.
Control of state legislatures is based on a compilation in early September by the National Conference of State Legislatures. Nebraska has a unicameral legislature that is formally nonpartisan, but in reality has a Republican majority.
Since last November's election, one congressional seat in Virginia has switched from the Democrats to the Republicans, the result of a special election. The partisan count in the U.S. 
